grammatical change. Among grammatical changes the emphasis is on cases which have aroused the concern of prescriptivists. A typical list of changes suspected to be going on in present-day standard English is the following one, which is largely based on Barber (1964, p. 130-144 k. spread of the s-genitive to non-human nouns (the book's cover)
corpus of present-day spoken English", which is under way at the Survey of English Usage (University College London); see http://www.ucl.ac.uk/english-usage/diachronic.index.htm for details. 6 While it is not referred to as such in the literature aimed at wider audiences, this is an obvious case of grammaticalisation: the gradual incorporation of lexical material into the grammar of the language.
formal style, really obligatory only if preceded by a preposition. This is very much the situation today, and so any report that whom is on its deathbed is, to say the least, premature (see 3 below). Similarly, most of the truly recent change in the comparison of disyllabic adjectives (item o) has not been in the direction of more analyticity but of reducing the variability of forms for individual adjectives (Bauer 1994, p. 80) .
Some recent work on ongoing change has combined the corpus-based approach with other methods in detailed studies of lexicogrammatical phenomena. Rickford et al. (1995) , for example, traced the recent emergence of the topic-introducing preposition as far as (e.g. "as far as my situation, I am less than optimistic …"), which they see as having been derived from clauses of the type as far as X is concerned through a process of grammaticalisation. Some time before that, and without mentioning the technical term "grammaticalisation" -the heading under which such processes would almost certainly be subsumed in current work on syntactic change -Olofsson (1990) traced a similar development, namely the emergence of prepositional uses of following, splitting off from the mainstream use of the form as a participle in nonfinite clauses. The emergence of (be) like as a quotation-introducing form in some spoken registers of American English (and increasingly in British English) is the focus of a study by Romaine and Lange (1991) . Such studies, while valuable in themselves, say little about the language as a whole. It is difficult to generalise from their results, and an investigation of such cases will probably not direct the linguist to those parts of the grammatical core which are undergoing potentially far-reaching change.
Among recent work on current grammatical change, two publications deserve special mention because they aim to meet higher methodological standards than the rest: stands out in seeking to support all statements he makes with textual evidence, and Denison (1998) offers a magisterial survey of developments in English grammar since 1776 that is unrivalled in its comprehensiveness. Denison, who as a contributor to volume IV of the Cambridge History of the English Language covers the period from 1776 to 1997, focuses on the 19 th and early 20 th centuries and on continuities with the preceding Early Modern English period treated in volume III of the same work, rather than on recent and current change.
Nevertheless, for our purpose, Denison's work goes beyond that of others in providing a list of suspected changes in 20 th -century English which is based on a systematic sifting of the available evidence rather than on anecdotal observations and narrow prescriptive concerns.
The role of corpora in investigating current changes
One important role of corpora in the study of ongoing grammatical change is "negative": they can provide evidence that some suspected change has not actually been proceeding in the assumed direction in a given period of time. For an example we return to the "demise" of whom -widely assumed to be inevitable ever since Sapir put the case for it in his classic (1921, p. 166-174) , but clearly not substantiated by later corpus findings. In the four corpora (LOB, Brown, F-LOB and Frown) providing the evidential database for the present chapter the following figures are obtained: The most valuable role of corpora in the study of syntactic change, however, is not the "negative" one of refuting wrong hypotheses, but their "positive" role, which manifests itself either in a differentiated confirmation of an existing assumption or -even more valuable -in the discovery of ongoing changes which have not even been noticed by observers so far.
Language
The following sections 4 to 6 will give such "positive" corpus evidence for the recent development of grammatical constructions, for many of which Denison's 1998 survey has noted a pronounced diachronic dynamic since the late 18 th century. It is likely, therefore, that these changes are still with us today, and can be considered truly current. With some of them, such as the get-passive or the going-to future, the crucial structural changes had already taken place before the year 1776, Denison's starting point, so that any statistical increase in material from c. 1900 is likely to represent a spread of these innovations -for example, from less formal into more formal registers and styles (see, e.g., Hundt, 2001 or Mair, 1997 . However, some other structures (for example certain new progressives, on which see 4.1. below) represent genuine recent innovations in the sense that they were not firmly established in any style before the 20 th century.
Although the spotlight tends to fall on innovatory changes and their diffusion, corpora also provide evidence of changes in the direction of attenuation and loss. For example, the four corpora show a declining frequency in the use of many modal auxiliaries and of wh-relative pronouns. We will examine these, together with gains in apparently competing categoriesso-called semi-modals like going to, and that-and zero relativisation -in sections 4 and 5.
The changing verb phrase

Progressive aspect
Although our four one-million-word corpora are too small to yield definitive findings for rare grammatical constructions, they are more than sufficient in size to investigate major current trends in the tense, modality, aspect and voice systems of English, in particular the continuing spread of the progressive form. Here two different phenomena need to be distinguished:
an increase in the frequency of occurrence of progressives in general, and -the establishment of the progressive in a few remaining niches of the verbal paradigm in which it was not current until the 20th century.
Both phenomena represent direct 20 th century continuations of well-established long-term trends. The fairly dramatic increase in the frequency of the progressive from late Middle English onwards has been confirmed, for example, by Jespersen (1909-49: IV, 177) , who used Huddleston and Pullum 2002, p. 165) in such contexts as:
(1) I can only add that when Paul Gascoigne says he will not be happy until he stops playing football, he is talking rot. (F-LOB, A 09: 81f.)
(2) When he speaks of apocalypse, however, he is not speaking of it in the literal and popular sense. (Frown, D 02: 120f.) 10 The phenomenon of the "stative progressive" tends to be curiously overrated in the literature on recent changes. In many cases apparent exceptional or innovative uses are the result of polysemy. Thus, forget in its sense of neglect (you're forgetting your mother) is clearly compatible with the progressive. In others, they can be easily handled as contextually licenced rule-breaking for communicative-rhetorical effect (as in are you seeing what I am seeing? -in which the point is that visual perception, which is normally subconscious, is made the subject of conscious reflection. See Visser (1973 Visser ( , p. 1973 Visser ( -1986 ) for a rich compilation of relevant data.
In (1), the two predications 'says he will not be happy...' and 'is talking rot' must refer to precisely coterminous situations, since the second is merely a more abstract interpretation of the first. There is apparently no reason why one should be treated as imperfective against the background of the other. But what we seem to have here is a further extension of the basic uses of the progressive, namely seeing a situation 'from the inside' (Comrie 1976, p. 4) , to the metacommunicative level. As Huddleston and Pullum put it, "the internal (imperfective) view is appropriate to the explanatory function of the clause -in emphasising duration, the progressive metaphorically slows down or extends the situation in order to be able to focus on clarifying its nature" (2002, p. 165) . Example (2) is similar: here it is sufficient to note that the progressive (is ... speaking) and non-progressive (speaks) could by no means be interchanged.
Another semantic extension of the progressive, to a 'future as a matter of course' interpretation (see Leech 1987, p. 68 Here the 'in-progress' meaning of the progressive applies, not to the action of 'standing down' or 'asking' itself, but to the circumstances already set in train and leading up to that action, which is assumed to take place in the not-too-distant future. One possible motive for using will + progressive , rather than the non-progressive will stand down, is that will + V can imply that the action will be actuated by the volition of the speaker or the subject referent. By using the progressive, the speaker disclaims or at least backgrounds that implication.
A more radical grammatical change is at stake in the second phenomenon mentioned above, the establishment of progressives in those few remaining niches of the verbal paradigm from which they were excluded up to the 20th century. With these constructions, the four corpora prove too small to yield conclusive results. The present perfect progressive passive is attested in none of them. The British data yield three instances of modalised passive progressives, two from LOB and one from F-LOB:
(5) To ridicule them only pushes them farther into themselves, so that they become unable to speak about it to anybody and the seeds of any amount of trouble are sown, the harvest of which may still be being reaped at forty or fifty. (LOB, D6: 16ff.)
We have also to notice that while the entropy of our given system will increase with external or given time, this relation is not reciprocal, for, if we first choose our time, a rare state in our stationary process will just as likely be being approached as being departed from. (LOB, J18: 197ff.) (7) So the news that a second park-and-ride route could be being introduced for a trial period at Clifton Moor north of the city should be welcomed, especially as Christmas is approaching. (F-LOB, B18: 109ff.)
The first thing to note about these examples is that the progressive is not obligatory yet in such constructions, a sign of their recentness. Secondly, the yield of examples from the four corpora, while clearly not conclusive in itself, is not fortuitous. Modal forms of the type represented by examples (5) to (7) are easy to find in the 100,000,000-word British National
Corpus (with textual data from the late 20th century). The present perfect passive progressive, on the other hand, is attested just once:
(8) That er, er, little action has been taken in the last thirty forty years since this has been being discussed, erm, I think the first international conference erm, produced their own report in nineteen sixty. (BNC, JJG 542) Significantly, this example is from a transcription of spontaneous speech. Again, as in (5) to (7) above, the use of the progressive is not yet obligatory. Summarising the corpus data, we can say that the complex forms in question can be attested if the database is sufficient, and that their spread seems to take place more easily in the modal environments (be being) than in the present perfect (been being).
Another former lacuna in the use of the progressive was the progressive form of the copulaa use which can be traced back for about 200 years but probably was not fully established until late in the 19 th century (Jespersen, 1909-49, IV: 225f.) . Here, the four corpora suggest that this construction (although still rare) has grown in frequency in written English between 1961 and 1991/2. There is an increase from 3 to 20 instances of the progressive copula from
Brown to Frown, and from 8 to 17 from LOB to F-LOB.
Modality: modal auxiliaries, so-called semi-modals, and the subjunctive
It is well known that the class of modal auxiliaries emerged as a separate syntactic category around the beginning of the Early Modern English period, and that in the later modern period, there has been an ongoing grammaticalisation of some verbal constructions called "semimodals" such as have to and be going to, which in function and behaviour overlap with these modals. The semi-modals are a rather loosely-defined grouping of verbal idioms, which are much more frequent in spoken than in written English -indeed, some of them have acquired reduced pronunciations, reflected popularly in written forms such as gotta and gonna. In addition, the lexical verb want shows early signs of auxiliation/ grammaticalisation, including phonetic erosion in wanna (Krug 2000, p. 117-166) ; this is why, though not an established semi-modal yet, it is included in the list in Table 4 below.
It has remained an open question how far the rise of these semi-modals has encroached on the use of modal auxiliaries. However, a study of the modals in our four corpora leaves no doubt that there is a decline in their use during the later 20th century, as shown in Table 3 . Table 4 . There is a rise in the over-all frequency of this class in BrE and AmE, but this is mainly due to the increases for need to, want to, and -in AmE -be going to. For other forms, there is stability, and in one case (be to) even a significant decline: Perhaps what is most striking is that the semi-modals in aggregate are so much less frequent than the modals: added together they are less frequent than the single modal will! From this evidence it is obviously difficult to mount a general argument that the semi-modals are increasing at the expense of the core modals. On the other hand, going beyond the evidence of Tables 3 and 4 to look at spoken data, there are two good reasons for seeing at least some link between the fall of the modals and the rise of the semi-modals. One reason is that the evidence from spoken corpora, 11 covering much the same period, shows a steeper fall for the modals and rise for the semi-modals respectively. In the comparison between the two small spoken corpora, modals fall -17.3% and semi-modals rise +36.1%, in contrast with the figures for LOB and F-LOB of -9.5% and + 10.0% respectively. It has been impossible to make such a comparison for AmE, for which no such comparable corpora exist. However, a second striking result was arrived at by comparing overall frequency of modals and of semi-modals in a c. 4-million-word corpus of AmE conversation. 12 Compared with a ratio of 1:5.9 (semimodals: modals) for both F-LOB and Frown, the AmE corpus of conversation yielded a ratio of 1:1.6. In other words, in current spontaneous dialogue among American speakers, semimodals are more than 60% as frequent as core modals (using the lists of modals and semimodals in Tables 3 and 4) . This is vastly different from the picture we get from the written corpora of the 1990s, both American and British, where the comparable figure is only 17%. It suggests that, as is often suspected, the spoken American variety of the language is the main driving-force of change in this area, as presumably in others, and places the encroachment of semi-modals on the territory of the modals in AmE speech, in frequency terms, beyond doubt.
This has its most forthright demonstration in the fact that in the American conversational corpus mentioned above, HAVE (got) to is more than 10 times as frequent as must.
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11 With the permission and help of Bas Aarts and Gerry Nelson at the Survey of English Usage (University College London) Leech was able to make a frequency analysis of (semi-)modals in two very small (80,000 words) but roughly comparable corpora of spoken BrE of approximately the early 1960s and the early 1990s. These are from corpora collected by the Survey: the SEU corpus and the ICE-GB corpus. Further details are given in Leech (2003 Leech ( , 2004 . 12 We are grateful to Della Summers, of Pearson Education, for permission to use this corpus, the Longman Corpus of Spoken American English. It was collected in the late 1990s on demographic principles, and consists largely of impromptu conversation. 13 The argument presented here is generally compatible with the corpus-based findings in Biber et al., who also establish that semi-modals are more common in speech than writing and that two of them, namely have to and be going to, are particularly frequent in American English. However, they also point out that the trend is not unbroken and that have got to and had better are more usual in British English (1999, p. 487).
In diametric contrast to the semi-modals, the subjunctive in English is a historical relic, more characteristic of formal written style than of the spoken language. Only two forms of it survive with any degree of currency, and even these are not morphologically distinctive, and can usually only be identified following singular subjects. These are the mandative subjunctive occurring in that-clauses following certain controlling items such as the verb suggest (10) and the so-called were-subjunctive signalling hypothetical meaning (11) In the early-to-mid 20th century, it was imagined that the English subjunctive was reaching the end of its long road of decline. 14 But for the later 20th century, the four corpora show a fascinating picture: whereas a gradual decline of the mandative subjunctive seems to continue in AmE, it has seen a modest revival, from a very low ebb, in British English -apparently under the influence of American English, where this form shows greater currency. 15 The were-subjunctive, on the other hand, shows a continuing decline in BrE -from 95 occurrences to 41 in LOB and F-LOB.
Nonfinite verbal forms
Nonfinite verbal forms -infinitives, gerunds and participles -are another grammatical category which has become more functionally prominent, and correspondingly more frequent 14 Serpollet (2001, p. 531 ) quotes this statement from Harsh (1968) : "the inflected subjunctive, though hardly in a state of robust health, has been taking a long time to die. But that it is still dying [...] can hardly be denied".
15 Serpollet (2001, p. 541) gives the following provisional frequency data for the mandative subjunctive from the four corpora: LOB 14 → F-LOB 33 occurrences; Brown 91 → Frown 78 occurrences. Hundt (1998, p. 163, 173) , following a slightly different methodology, gets: LOB 12 F-LOB 44. See further data on the British revival of the mandative subjunctive in Övergaard (1995). in discourse, since the Middle English period. In spite of the relative lack of attention that these forms have received in the literature on current change in English, there is no indication that the diachronic dynamic that characterised these forms in Early Modern English has abated in the recent past. Infinitival clauses with an explicit notional subject introduced by for (e.g. constructions such as it is easy for common ground to be forgotten in disputes over methods or they arranged for us to be met at the station) are clearly on the increase -from 294 instances in LOB to 332 in F-LOB 16 -, and so are gerundial complement clauses.
For example, it is striking to see how recent the apparently rock-solid semantic contrast between infinitives and gerunds is after the verb remember. Since individual matrix verbs governing nonfinite complement clauses are usually not frequent enough to draw conclusions from the attestations in the four matching corpora, the data this time is provided by the quotation base of the OED (2 nd edition on CD-ROM), and the time frame is extended to three centuries -from 1700 to the present. Three constructional types are distinguished: (a)
prospective to, as in the current I must remember to fill in the form, (b) retrospective -ing, as in I remember filling in the form, and (c) the now defunct retrospective construction with the infinitive, as in I remember to have filled in the form. Since the number of quotations available for the three centuries under review varies, frequencies are given as "n occurrences/ 10,000 quotations": There is one matrix verb for which a growing popularity of the gerund is attested clearly even in the four matching corpora, namely begin. The increase seems to be restricted to American English so far. Close analysis of the data (Mair, 2002) reveals that, as expected, the diachronic development documented in the table is just one strand in a complex fabric of factors, including grammatical context, the partly contrasting semantic import of the gerundial and infinitival complement types, text-type specific preferences and the regional origin of a speaker/ writer.
A final example, which is included chiefly because it shows British English diverging from US usage in the course of the 20 th century, is provided by prevent. Well into the recent past (c. 1900), this verb was variously used with or without the preposition from before the gerund in both British and American English (cf., e.g., the relevant entries in the OED or Websters 3 rd and Aarts 1992, p. 90-111 for a discussion of the theoretical aspects of this change). In the course of the 20 th century, however, the from-less variant was eliminated from American English, whereas it became increasingly common in British English, as is illustrated in Table   7 : 
The colloquialisation of written English: passives and contractions
Factors of genre, register and style are essential for the study of any grammatical change in progress as they promote or constrain the spread of an innovation throughout the language and the community. The phenomena dealt with in this section provide a particularly compelling illustration of this point, as they show that fairly dramatic changes can be documented in written corpora long after the actual forms under consideration have become established in the grammar.
The canonical be passive has been declining in frequency according to the evidence of the four written corpora, shown in Table 8 : States. In a genre-differentiated analysis, Hundt and Mair accordingly noted a particularly pronounced decline in the frequency of passives in the Frown J-category, but were able to point out that the trend was significant in British English and in further textual genres (e.g. press), as well (1999, p. 231-2).
In theory, be-passives need not necessarily be replaced by active paraphrases, but could be being displaced by a rival construction, such as the get-passive. As Table 9 shows, this argument is impossible to defend. While the get passive has increased significantly, both in British and in American English, the increase is infinitesimal in terms of absolute figures and cannot compensate for the drop in be-passives: Certainly not the be passive, and not even the younger get passive, have been involved in any direct grammatical changes in the past century. Rather, the drop in be passives and the increase in get passives is a discourse phenomenon, pointing to the fact that in the course of the past century written English has moved closer to the norms of spoken usage. The be passive is comparatively rare in speech and is strongly associated with the written medium (particularly with academic writing -see, for example, Biber et al. 1999, p. 476 ). In the current social climate, demands for writing to be more accessible and readable affect writing practice in many fields -from journalism and academia to the design of official forms, and because of this a decrease in the frequency of the passive is to be expected. In those cases in which writers wish to use a passive, on the other hand, resistance to a traditionally spoken and informal form such as the get passive will be minimised.
Another striking case of written language progressively adopting norms of spoken language is the marked increase in the use of contracted forms evidenced in the four corpora. This applies both to verb contractions (as in it's, I'll) and to negative contractions (-n't) -see Table 10 . The shift towards contracted forms is much more dramatic in AmE, but is also strong in BrE.
As was the case with the passive, it could be argued that writers are not entirely free in their choice of form but influenced by prescriptive recommendations or, in the case of journalists, by even stricter conventions of house-style. But even a change in house-style in this case would just be a belated reflection of actual change in community preferences, and support the argument for a growing tendency towards the colloquialisation of written English.
The changing noun phrase
Preliminary analysis of some aspects of noun phrase structure in the four corpora has shown changes in frequency of use just as impressive as those we have reported for verb constructions. The most mysterious of these is an increase in BrE of over 5% for nouns 17 (with a slightly lower figure of over 4% for AmE). So high is the frequency of nouns, particularly in prototypically written styles of English (e.g. news and academic prose -see Biber et al. 1999, p. 609-11 ) that this increase, though apparently small, is statistically highly significant (with a log likelihood of 350). Moreover, it seems to run contrary to the assumption -also defended in 4.4. above -that written English is being influenced by the spoken variety (where nouns are much less frequent). There is a corresponding increase in adjectives, together with a significant decrease in pronouns, articles and other determiners, which suggests that, instead of an increase in the number of noun phrases, the increase in nouns is due to a greater density of nouns and adjectives per noun phrase. Further analysis has shown, as part of the explanation for the reduction of article frequency, that the increase of nouns is partly due to an increase of proper nouns, especially the acronymic variety illustrated by IBM. Also, there has been a highly significant increase, in both AmE and BrE, of noun + noun sequences (e.g. union leader, campaign coordinator, committee chairman): The above findings support recent work by Biber and Clark (2002) , who have also noted that noun modification by clauses has been giving way to non-clausal modification strategies such as the use of premodifying nouns or post-modifying prepositional groups. Functionally, these structural trends suggest that noun phrases in written English are becoming somewhat denser and more compact in their presentation of information. This clearly goes against the tendency towards the informal and colloquial which was noted in many verb-phrase phenomena.
Without going too far into detail, we would like to suggest one obvious way of resolving this apparent paradox. A comprehensive trend towards colloquialisation affecting all relevant grammatical markers of written style "across-the-board", as it were, is highly unlikely because it would represent a clearly dysfunctional development, making it difficult for the written language to fulfil one of its primary functions, which is the compression of information.
A more compact, premodifying style of noun phrase elaboration is also promoted by the increasing use of another Germanic form, the s-genitive. The comparisons of LOB with F-LOB and Brown with Frown show an increase of the s-genitive of 24.1% and 41.9%
respectively, which certainly helps explain a decrease in the frequency of of-phrases.
Inevitably, because the of-phrase is much more frequent and versatile than the s-genitive, the decline of of-phrases does not match the increase of s-genitives in percentage terms. But the competing relation between the two constructions shows up more sharply if the count is restricted to of-phrases which are semantically interchangeable with s-genitives. A provisional analysis of a small 2% sample of the four corpora on this basis showed a decline of s-genitivematched of-phrases of 23.4% (BrE) and 24.2 (AmE).
As for postmodification in the noun phrase, the most intriguing category to study from the point of view of recent change is the relative clause. Briefly, relativisation with wh-relative pronouns is giving way to relativisation using that or zero. As wh-relativisation is strongly associated with prototypical written registers (e.g. news and academic prose), this has to count as another instance of the colloquialisation of the written medium. A further parameterclosely connected with this -is the choice between the 'pied piping' construction with a preposed preposition (the project on which I'm working, etc.) and the preposition-stranding construction (the project I'm working on, etc.), where the preposition typically occurs in final position in the clause. Again, the tendency is to move away from preposing and toward stranding -perhaps another case where a more learned Romance overlay on English syntax is being undermined by a native Germanic construction more at home in the spoken language.
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Our frequency analysis of relativisation has so far had to rely on sample counts and (in the case of AmE) on tagging approximations with built-in correction factors (see note 9). In particular, the bracketed frequency figures in Table 12 lack the reliability of other tables.
Nevertheless, it is unlikely that further confirmatory checks will change the general picture. In BrE, there has been a general decline in wh-relative pronouns, whereas in AmE it is the single pronoun which that has suffered extreme disfavour. This change is presumably due to a well-known interdict, in American style guides, against which as an introducer of restrictive relative clauses, and clearly that is the beneficiary of this ban. Since the texts in Frown were published (in 1992), the switch from which to that will no doubt have gone further, as a result of the widespread incorporation of the anti-which 'rule' in grammar checkers and word processors.
19
Before leaving the noun phrase, we should add a final word on pronouns, which provide one notable exception to the rule that syntactic change takes place below the threshold of conscious control. In 1961 the so-called 'generic' use of he for both male and female reference was well established, and hardly under threat. Conscious efforts inspired by the women's movement of the 1970s and 1980s, however, ensured that by 1991/2, generic he was declining fast, and various alternatives were jostling to fill the semantic gap left by its fall. Although the frequencies are low compared with third-person pronouns in general, the four corpora show the predictable changes. A sample of approximately 500 instances of he/him/his/himself from each corpus showed a decline of gender-neutral use from 32 (LOB) to 4 (F-LOB), and from 20 (Brown) to 7 (Frown). Oppositely, a comparable sample of they and its variants showed a rise in the use of singular they from 0 (LOB) to 9 (F-LOB), and from 7 (Brown) to 9 (Frown).
Although rare in all four corpora, the gender-neutral coordinated pronouns he or she rose in frequency for the entire corpora from 11 to 37 (LOB → F-LOB) and from 9 to 56 (Brown → Frown). Ultimately, the need to plug the gap left by the demise of gender-neutral himself may lead to the establishment of a new pronoun themself -perhaps the clearest example of true grammatical innovation in standard English in our period.
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(11) You won't be the first or last man or woman who gets themself involved in a holiday romance. (BNC: K4D 386)
Conclusion
Although this survey of current change in English syntax has been necessarily selective, we have tried to achieve a reasonable coverage of core aspects of syntax by focusing on major categories in the verb phrase and noun phrase.
Before concluding it will be as well to consider very briefly what factors have been influencing the changes we have noted. One factor intrinsic to the functioning of any language at any time is grammaticalisation -which, as we saw in the cases of the progressive and the semi-modals, may take centuries to come to full fruition. A second factor is socio-cultural, and hence more specific to the social context of English in the 20 th century: colloquialisation, or the tendency for written language to adopt features associated with spoken language. There already become a powerful force in language change on many levels -from lexical innovation to changes in discourse conventions. 20 Themself is too rare in written English to appear in any of our four corpora. According to Huddleston and Pullum (2002, p. 494) it has been attested in standard English since the 1970s. The OED, which does not have an entry for themself, lists 41 mostly Middle English and Early Modern English occurrences in its quotation base, many of them with a distinctly nonstandard ring.
are strong indications that such a process has been at work in the written language for centuries (see Biber and Finegan, 1989) , and in this chapter we have noted such diverse cases as the increasing use of the progressive and semi-modals; the decline of wh-relative pronouns and the rise in the use of that and zero relative clauses; the growing use of contractions in written texts; the use of singular they. In written British English, a third factorAmericanisation -intermingles with the other two. We have looked at one case -the apparent revival of the mandative subjunctive -where American influence seems to override colloquialisation, but often these two socio-cultural processes work together -for example, in the increasing use of semi-modals and the declining use of be passives. A fourth factor was touched on at the end of the last section -an ideological motivation (avoidance of sexual inequality) for replacing an older pronoun usage by a newer one. Such conscious movements for the change of language are rare, or at least are rarely successful. Hence there is something particularly unusual about this case, not least in the short time period that it took to produce a high-profile syntactic reform of language behaviour. Feminist recommendations in this case were clearly helped by the fact that singular they, which has a long history in the language, did not need to be promoted as a new form but was merely allowed to resurface in the standard after it had been proscribed by 18 th and 19 th century prescriptivists.
Although it may be fairly uncontroversial to say that such influences have been at work, it is virtually impossible to disentangle them, and to build a predictive model to account for kinds and degrees of frequency change taking place during a particular period. Processes such as colloquialisation and Americanisation are patchy and unpredictable in their results. One important linguistic factor to bear in mind is the competing relation between a spreading syntactic phenomenon and an alternative means of conveying the same meaning. In almost all the changes we have discussed, it is possible to name one (or more) competing But the frequency picture rarely gives unequivocal support to the hypothesis that one form is being ousted or superseded by the other. The semantic and pragmatic parameters of linguistic choice are usually too complex to allow a simple inverse correlation to be observed of the kind "more of X means less of Y". In the longer term, such factors must be closely investigated if we are to develop more adequate models of syntactic change taking full account of changes in frequency or preference.
This chapter has demonstrated that there has been noticeable change in the past century even in a rigidly codified language variety such as written standard English, and that the spread of individual innovations can be documented in language corpora. Further, we have shown that those accounts of ongoing grammatical change that are based on anecdotal or impressionistic observation are generally unreliable. They can err in three ways: (1) suspecting change where there is stable long-term variability; (2) over-emphasising the importance of a small number of often marginal shibboleths important to prescriptivists; and (3) failing to notice the ever present groundswell of linguistic change, apparent in long-term developments in the core grammar. Further studies will have to account for the trends sketched here in the context of contemporary synchronic variation, in particular text-type variation and regional variation in standard Englishes world-wide.
